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Objectives. We examined lifetime prevalence of suicide attempts and psychosocial cor-
relates in a large population-based sample of men who have sex with men (MSM).

Methods. A telephone probability sample of US urban MSM (n=2881) were inter-
viewed between November 1996 and February 1998.

Results. Twenty-one percent had made a suicide plan; 12% had attempted suicide (al-
most half of those 12% were multiple attempters). Most who attempted suicide made their
first attempt before age 25. Although prevalence of parasuicide (i.e., attempted suicide)
has remained constant across birth cohorts, mean age at initial attempts has declined.

Conclusions. MSM are at elevated risk for suicide attempts, with such risk clustered
earlier in life. Some risk factors were specific to being gay or bisexual in a hostile en-
vironment. (Am J Public Health. 2002;92:1338–1345)
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thoughts and attempts among adolescents re-
porting same-sex romantic attractions and ro-
mantic relationships than among adolescents
not reporting such relationships, with this oper-
ationalization of sexual orientation having a
significant effect above and beyond other ado-
lescent suicide risk factors (such as depression,
hopelessness, and prior victimization).

Many studies examining determinants of
suicidality specific to gay and bisexual men
have focused on both developmental life tran-
sitions (e.g., “coming out” or adopting an iden-
tity and sense of community based on one’s
sexuality) and social and cultural stressors
(e.g., stigmatization, victimization, pervasive
antigay hostility).6 The stresses related to anti-
gay victimization and the “coming out” pro-
cess (e.g., loss of friends, antigay victimization)
can be seen as having both a proximal and a
distal relation to suicidality, similar to the im-
mediate and long-term consequences of other
traumatic events. First, they may provoke
emotional distress sufficient to cause youths
to contemplate suicide, and second, they may
be linked to low self-esteem, substance abuse,
and subsequent mood disorders that increase
lifetime vulnerability to suicide.7,17–19

Younger gay men, bisexual individuals, and
lesbians appear more likely to both anticipate
and experience stigmatization and victimiza-
tion, which are linked to greater psychological
distress.19–26 Societal stresses of being gay are

Although primarily based on opportunistic
samples, prior research suggests that gay men,
lesbians, and bisexual persons have higher
rates of suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, and
completed suicides than do heterosexual indi-
viduals. Lifetime prevalence rates of serious
suicidal ideation ranging from 24% to 41%
have been reported, along with lifetime preva-
lence rates of suicide attempts ranging from
7% to 20% among adult gay men and les-
bians.1–3 Studies of gay, lesbian, and bisexual
youths have reported levels of attempted sui-
cide ranging from 20% to 40%, with rates in
some special subpopulations (e.g., street youth,
GLB youths who have been victims of violent
assault) being even higher.4–12 The available
evidence13 suggests that the relative risk for se-
rious suicide attempts among gay and bisexual
males is substantially greater than that among
their heterosexual counterparts, but basic epi-
demiological research on suicidal behavior in
this population is both sparse in quantity and
deficient in quality, plagued by methodological
deficits, particularly with respect to sampling.14

In a study using National Health and Nutri-
tion Examination Survey III data, Cochran and
Mays15 recently found that 19.3% of their sam-
ple of men who have sex with men (MSM) had
attempted suicide, compared with 3.6% of the
men who had only female sexual partners (and
0.5% of the men reporting no sexual partners).
However, the relatively small MSM sample re-
sulted in wide confidence intervals (CIs) for
that estimate (95% CI=7.8%, 30.8%) in con-
trast to the narrower confidence intervals ob-
served with the larger sample of men reporting
sex with only females (95% CI=2.7%, 4.5%),
and correlational analyses were limited to age,
race/ethnicity, family income, lifetime preva-
lence of affective disorders, and lifetime preva-
lence of suicidal thoughts, wishes, plans, or ac-
tions. Russell and Joyner,16 using data from the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health, found higher rates of reported suicidal

not, however, buffered by support from usual
sources (such as family), because many young
adults have not disclosed their sexual orienta-
tion to family members or have encountered
negative reactions to such disclosure.27–29 As a
result of the alienation and anomie experienced
by many gay, lesbian, and bisexual youths, con-
ventional constraints against self-destructive be-
haviors (e.g., social supports, problem-solving
with others) may be weakened. Furthermore,
without the coping resources and psychological
resilience of maturity, youths have an increased
vulnerability to distress.30 Thus, we would an-
ticipate that gay-related stressors (e.g., experi-
ences of antigay victimization, the sense of de-
viance and stigmatization prompted by an
awareness of one’s nonheterosexual orienta-
tion) and the paucity of psychological resources
(characteristic of relative youth) are associated
with greater vulnerability to suicidal behavior.

A variety of models have been proposed to
explain suicidal behavior, including models
that consider personality and social psycho-
logical constructs (e.g., alienation vs sense of
belonging, depression, stress and coping). We
could not test such alternative models be-
cause of the limitations of the study data;
however, we can explore associations be-
tween suicide attempts and several life-span
developmental variables.

Most prior studies primarily used oppor-
tunistic samples, making it difficult to inter-
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pret the range of reported prevalence esti-
mates. Large representative samples are
needed to generalize prevalence data on sui-
cidal intention and suicide attempts and to as-
sess the effect of hypothetical determinants of
increased suicidal risk. Drawing on data from
telephone interviews with a large household-
based sample of MSM, we examined data to
answer the following questions:

1. What are the prevalence rates of suici-
dal ideation and suicide attempts among
urban MSM?

2. What are the differences in the patterns
of such behaviors among different demo-
graphic subgroups of MSM?

3. Are elevated levels of suicide attempts in
this population primarily a reflection of ele-
vated rates during youth (adolescence and
young adulthood)?

4. Are developmental experiences relevant
to sexual identity formation (early experi-
ences of antigay harassment, and being in
earlier stages of the process of “coming out”
or of disclosing one’s sexual orientation)
more likely to be associated with earlier vs
later suicide attempts?

METHODS

Sample
The data reported here were derived from

the Urban Men’s Health Study, a household
probability-based sample of MSM (opera-
tionalized as either having had sex with a
male since age 14 or self-identifying as gay or
bisexual) in 4 US cities (Chicago, Ill; Los An-
geles, Calif; New York, NY; and San Francisco,
Calif). This broad behavioral inclusion crite-
rion was intended to increase response rates,
because asking men about behavior in the re-
mote past is less threatening than asking
about current behaviors.31 Further details on
sampling have been provided by Catania and
colleagues.32

Disproportionate sampling33 (i.e., heavier
sampling of telephone exchanges in areas with
a higher density of MSM than in areas with a
lower density of MSM) and adaptive sampling
techniques34 (wherein release of sample is in-
fluenced by prior screening interview data
identifying exchanges most likely to yield
MSM-eligible households) were used to con-

struct a random-digit-dialed sample in each
city. The strategies used follow those sug-
gested previously for generating representa-
tive samples of hard-to-reach populations for
AIDS studies.35 The obtained MSM household
prevalence across zip codes was 8.5% (range:
1.3% to 30.8%). All data presented in this ar-
ticle are weighted to reflect probability of se-
lection (based on the sampling plan) and are
adjusted for noncoverage (of households
within the selected zip code areas that were
not telephoned) and nonresponse (of house-
holds that were called), as well as to maintain
proportionality between cities according to
each city’s estimated total MSM population.

Procedures
After presurvey community awareness ef-

forts (publicity and public meetings), com-
puter-assisted telephone interviewing (English
and Spanish) was used to successively deter-
mine (1) whether households were within se-
lected zip codes (of 195152 numbers called,
95208 households were identified, and
43545 were zip code–eligible), (2) whether a
man aged 18 or older resided there (n=
27867), and (3) whether 1 such man was an
MSM (an adult male household resident pro-
vided this information; n=3700). Between
November 1996 and February 1998, we
completed 2881 interviews (yielding a 78%
participation rate among eligible households).

Measures
This study used standardized measures,

items developed to fit specific study topics,
and measures revised to suit the population
or needs of the survey. Field testing of mea-
sures followed established procedures,36 com-
bining qualitative and quantitative methods of
evaluating problematic items for respondents
or interviewers.

Dependent Variables
Suicidality. Three items assessed lifetime

suicidal ideation and behavior: (1) Has there
ever been a period of a week or more when
you felt very sad, blue, or unhappy, like you
wanted to die? (2) Have you ever made a plan
for committing suicide? I mean, have you
ever figured out a specific way of ending your
life? (3) Have you ever tried to take your own
life? These are comparable to items used else-

where,37 including the National Institute of
Mental Health Epidemiologic Catchment Area
study. Although these measures did not take
into account the important factor of lethal-
ity,38 such self-report measures have been
found to be valid and meaningful in other
studies.39–41

Number of suicide attempts and age at
each attempt (up to 4 times) were assessed.
To examine parasuicide (i.e., attempted sui-
cide) potentially related to gay or bisexual
identity formation issues vs other issues, a
cutpoint in age at attempt was defined for
analyses. Current generations of gay and les-
bian youths are coming out at earlier ages,42

with mean age at first disclosure by males
being 16 years,43–45 compared with 23 to 28
years in earlier studies.46–48 Given (1) consid-
erable interindividual variation in the timing
of these events, (2) the fact that “coming out”
is a process rather than a single discrete
event, and (3) the sample’s age range (18–86;
median age=37), a more inclusive age cut-
point seemed appropriate. Analyses used a se-
ries of dichotomous variables: (1) any lifetime
suicidal plan, (2) any lifetime suicide attempt,
(3) any suicide attempt before age 25, and (4)
any suicide attempt after age 24. Addition-
ally, we examined age at first suicide attempt,
number of lifetime suicide attempts, and
number of suicide attempts before age 25.

Independent Variables
Demographic variables. Race/ethnicity (mul-

tiethnic respondents were assigned to the low-
est prevalence category they reported), birth
cohort (ages were grouped by decade, begin-
ning with those who had turned age 25 by
1970, to stress the historical time frame of re-
spondents’ identity development), formal edu-
cation, parental education (the higher of both
parents), employment status (working full-time,
working part-time, or not working—e.g., unem-
ployed, disabled, retired), and household in-
come (in $20000 increments) were assessed.

Childhood adverse circumstances. Several
studies have emphasized the contribution of
disadvantageous childhood experiences to
suicide risk49–52; thus, analyses included
items on the occurrence of any parental alco-
hol or drug abuse, repeated (more than 1 oc-
currence of) interparental violence, and re-
peated childhood physical abuse by age 16.



American Journal of Public Health | August 2002, Vol 92, No. 81340 | Research and Practice | Peer Reviewed | Paul et al.

 RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

Childhood sexual abuse was operationalized
as coercive sexual experiences before age 18
years.53 Logistic regression analyses compar-
ing respondents who had attempted suicide
by age of attempt coded no history of child-
hood sexual abuse when a suicide attempt
preceded the age of reported sexual abuse.

First sexual experience with another male.
The literature on suicidality among sexual-
minority adolescents suggests that attempts
are most frequent in the period between first
awareness of same-sex feelings and first dis-
closure of sexual orientation to others.12 Vari-
ous studies of gay men, lesbians, and bisexual
individuals over the past 3 decades suggest a
trend in which specific developmental mile-
stones (e.g., self-labeling as gay, lesbian, or bi-
sexual; first homosexual sexual contact; dis-
closure to others) occur at earlier ages and
are separated by briefer intervals.42 Early
studies found that the mean time between
first same-sex sexual relations and first self-
disclosure as gay (or bisexual) among males
was approximately 10 years, but more recent
estimates have been closer to 4 years.54

Therefore, in analyses, respondents were
placed in one of these categories, based on
the difference between age at first sexual ex-
perience and age at first suicide attempt
(more than 5 years prior, 0–5 years prior,
and after the attempt or never) in the antici-
pation that those whose suicide attempt was
within 5 years of their first same-sex sexual
experience were most likely to be in that vul-
nerable position of being aware of one’s stig-
matized identity but lacking social supports.

First disclosure as gay. If respondents identi-
fied as gay or bisexual, they were asked the
age at which they first told anyone. To be
consistent with coding of first sexual experi-
ence with a male, the age at first disclosure
was also converted to a relational score based
on the difference between age at first disclo-
sure and the age at the first suicide attempt
with the same categories as above (more than
5 years prior, 0–5 years prior, and after the
attempt or never).

Repeated antigay harassment in adolescence.
Respondents were asked about antigay ha-
rassment (“including being called names”) be-
fore age 17; the initial categories were dichot-
omized so that “repeatedly harassed” meant 4
or more times.

Data Analyses
Chi-square tests were used to examine uni-

variate correlates of (1) ever having planned
suicide and (2) ever having attempted suicide
for categorical independent variables. Analysis
of variance was used to examine the relation-
ship of demographic characteristics (e.g. birth
cohort, educational level) to mean number of
suicide attempts and mean age at first attempt.

Two different multivariate logistic regres-
sion analyses are reported. The aim of the
first was to predict lifetime occurrence or
nonoccurrence of a suicide attempt based on
only those independent variables that were
temporally antecedent to the dependent vari-
able. Identifying potential risk factors for sui-
cidal behavior in cross-sectional survey re-
search is problematic because of questions of
temporal sequencing (i.e., did risk factors de-
velop subsequent to or before the suicide at-
tempt?).55 The temporal confounding issue
limited the number of variables examined as
potential antecedents (excluding variables
such as income, education, substance use, and
depression) and limited the sample included
in the first logistic regression. Because our
measures of childhood traumas covered re-
spondents’ lives before age 17, the first re-
gression analysis compared those who had
never attempted suicide (n=2550) with
those whose first or only attempt was after
age 17. This process excluded 142 suicide at-
tempters whose first or only attempt was be-
fore age 18.

The second logistic regression analysis was
limited to respondents who had attempted
suicide (n=326) and examined independent
variables that might differentiate between a
first suicide attempt that occurred before age
25 and an attempt that occurred at or after
age 25. The reported models include all vari-
ables that were statistically significant at P<
.10 on entry. Backward and forward stepwise
regressions were run and compared for good-
ness of fit with the Hosmer–Lemeshow test.
Because of the disproportionate sampling de-
sign, data had to be weighted, which pre-
cludes the assumption of a simple random
sample. Weighting necessitates adjustment of
both P values for evaluating χ2 statistics and
the estimated standard errors of means and
obtained regression coefficients (with appro-
priate SVY procedures in Stata56).

RESULTS

Sample demographics are shown in Table 1
(column 1). Racial/ethnic distribution in
these urban centers is influenced by heavy
in-migration of White MSM that dilutes the
“indigenous” racial/ethnic minority represen-
tation in the MSM communities (e.g., analy-
ses of persons aged 18–29 years found that
only 9% of the White MSM, compared with
39% of the African American and 33% of
the Hispanic MSM, had lived in these cities
for more than 10 years).

The most immediately compelling findings
were the high rates of suicidal ideation and
attempts in this cohort. More than 1 in 5 men
reported having made a suicide plan (21.3%;
95% CI=19.4%, 23.2%). Twelve percent of
the sample (95% CI=10.5%, 13.5%) re-
ported suicide attempts (with 70% of this
subgroup reporting suicide attempts before
age 25). Furthermore, 45% of those who had
attempted suicide had done so more than
once (mean number of attempts=2.1, SE=
0.1). Of the 8.3% (95% CI=7.6%, 9.1%) of
the sample who reported a suicide attempt
before age 25, most had attempted suicide
only before that age. However, 1.5% of the
sample had made suicide attempts both be-
fore and after their 25th birthday.

An increased likelihood of suicidal plans
and attempts was found among men with less
education (high school or less), lower annual
income, and less than full-time employment
(Table 1). The highest prevalence of suicide
attempts was found among Native American
respondents and bisexual and nonidentified
respondents (“other,” i.e., neither homosex-
ual/gay, heterosexual, nor bisexual). Preva-
lence of suicide attempts was consistent
across birth cohorts (lifetime prevalence and
mean number of attempts), but substantial
differences in age at initial or only attempt
were found, with increasing prevalence rates
since 1970 of attempts in those younger than
age 25. Men who were HIV positive were sig-
nificantly more likely to have had a suicide
plan but were not more likely to report hav-
ing attempted suicide.

Because some of the key variables in our
analyses (age at disclosure of gay or bisexual
identity to others; early antigay harassment)
varied with respect to cohort, we compared
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TABLE 1—Sample Demographics and Prevalence of Suicidality, by Demographic Group

Total Sample (n = 2881) Those Who Attempted Suicide Only (n=326)

Attempt Before Mean No. Mean Age at
% of Sample Had Suicide Plan? Attempted Suicide? Age 25? of Attempts First Attempt, y

Overall numbers 21% 12% 8% 2.1 22.6

Race/ethnicity NS P = .006 P = .0002 NS P = .06

White 79 21% 11% 8% 2.0 23.7

African American 4 21% 12% 8% 2.3 18.9

Latino 9 20% 10% 9% 2.2 18.9

Asian or Pacific Islander 4 21% 11% 8% 2.4 20.0

Native American 3 33% 30% 25% 2.8 18.2

Education P = .01 P = .01 NS NS NS

< College 30 25% 15% 11% 2.3 21.9

College degree 45 20% 11% 7% 2.0 22.9

Graduate work or degree 25 19% 10% 7% 1.9 23.1

Annual income, $ P = .0001 P = .0001 P = .0001 NS NS

≤ 20 000 16 33% 22% 14% 2.3 23.6

20 001–40 000 26 21% 12% 9% 2.0 22.1

40 001–60 000 20 18% 8% 6% 2.0 20.3

60 001–80 000 13 16% 10% 8% 2.0 21.4

> 80 000 25 19% 9% 7% 2.0 24.1

Employment P = .004 P = .0001 P = .0001 NS NS

Full-time 73 19% 10% 7% 2.0 20.1

Part-time 8 25% 15% 12% 2.3 19.6

Not working 19 28% 19% 10% 2.2 26.8

Birth cohorts NS NS P = .0001 P = .05 P = .0001

≤ 25 y in 1970 14 20% 12% 3% 1.7 37.4

25 y in 1971–1980 22 22% 12% 8% 1.9 22.5

25 y in 1981–1990 37 22% 12% 8% 2.2 21.2

25 y after 1990 27 21% 12% 11% 2.4 16.9

Sexuality: self-label P = .03 P = .01 NS NS NS

Homosexual or gay 84 20% 11% 8% 2.0 22.6

Heterosexual 3 17% 12% 7% 1.5 24.5

Bisexual 9 30% 16% 11% 2.3 22.1

Other 4 25% 21% 13% 2.4 22.0

HIV status P = .0001 NS NS NS NS

Positive 17 29% 15% 8% 2.3 23.8

Negative 72 21% 12% 8% 2.0 22.0

Not tested 11 13% 10% 7% 2.5 21.5

Note. NS = not significant.

changes across cohorts. Examination of mean
age at disclosure of sexual orientation (both
to anyone and to a family member) by birth
cohort revealed a steady decline over succes-
sive generations in the age at which respon-
dents “came out” to others, consistent with
other reports.46,57 Increases also were found
in reported rates of repeated antigay harass-
ment before age 17 (from 28% among those

aged 25 or older by 1970 to 52% among
those turning 25 after 1980).

To examine antecedents of suicide attempts,
we ran a logistic regression with the following
variables: birth cohort, race/ethnicity, parental
education, childhood sexual coercion, re-
peated interparental violence, repeated child-
hood physical abuse, parental substance
abuse, and repeated antigay harassment be-

fore age 17. The final logistic model included
only 4 variables: suicide attempts (after age
17) were more likely in those whose parents
had alcohol or drug problems, who had expe-
rienced repeated childhood physical abuse,
who had experienced childhood sexual coer-
cion, and who had come of age by 1970
(Table 2). The Hosmer–Lemeshow goodness-
of-fit test result for this model was .66.
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TABLE 3—Logistic Regression of Respondents Who Attempted Suicide: Differentiating Those
Who First Attempted Before Age 25 From Those Who Attempted at Age 25 or Older (n=326)

Odds Ratio 95% Confidence Interval

Birth cohort

25 y in 1971–1980 vs before 1971 27.84 5.10, 151.84

25 y in 1981–1990 vs before 1971 6.38 1.30, 31.17

25 since 1990 vs before 1971 125.48 12.56, 1254.04

Parental alcohol or drug abuse 6.36 1.59, 28.55

Repeated antigay harassment before age 17 2.88 0.90, 9.16

Childhood sexual coercion before attempt 2.90 0.90, 9.30

Tell anyone you were gay before attempt?

0–5 y prior vs > 5 y prior 114.61 21.37, 614.60

After suicide attempt vs > 5 y prior 111.40 24.78, 500.75

First sex with a man before attempt?

0–5 y prior vs > 5 y prior 37.37 6.35, 219.93

After suicide attempt vs > 5 y prior 10.10 1.92, 53.18

TABLE 2—Logistic Regression Differentiating “Never Attempters” From Those Who
Attempted Suicide After Age 17 (n=2550)

Odds Ratio 95% Confidence Interval

Birth cohort

25 y in 1971–1980 vs before 1971 0.67 0.39, 1.17

25 y in 1981–1990 vs before 1971 0.58 0.35, 0.96

25 since 1990 vs before 1971 0.41 0.23, 0.73

Parental alcohol or drug abuse 1.34 0.93, 1.95

History of repeated childhood physical abuse 2.13 1.45, 3.13

Childhood sexual coercion before attempt 1.62 1.06, 2.48

The second logistic regression included all
respondents who had attempted suicide, and
identified the correlates that differentiated
those who attempted suicide before age 25
from those who first attempted suicide after
age 24. The correlates initially included in
this regression were parental substance abuse,
repeated interparental violence, repeated
childhood physical abuse, childhood sexual
coercion, repeated harassment before age 17
about being gay, age at first disclosure of gay
or bisexual identity to others compared with
age at first or only suicide attempt, age at first
sexual experience with another male com-
pared with age at first or only suicide attempt,
birth cohort, parental educational level, and
race/ethnicity. In the final model (Table 3),
suicide attempts before age 25 were associ-
ated with birth cohort (coming of age after
1970), parental drug or alcohol abuse, re-
peated early antigay harassment, childhood
sexual coercion, either recent disclosure or
nondisclosure of being gay or bisexual to
someone else, and either recent onset of
same-sex sexual relations or not yet having
had sex with another male. The Hosmer–
Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test result for this
model was .22.

Because findings in the literature suggest
that antigay harassment and other experi-
ences linked to the “coming out” process may
mediate the relation between birth cohort
and age at initial (or only) suicide attempt, we
re-ran this second logistical analysis as a hier-
archical logistic regression model in which
birth cohort was entered first. No evidence of
mediation was found.

DISCUSSION

This study provides further epidemiological
evidence that gay and bisexual males—partic-
ularly younger gay and bisexual males—con-
stitute a high-risk group for attempted suicide.
Although our prevalence estimates for suici-
dal ideation and behavior are somewhat
lower than those from prior research cited in
the introduction, the seriousness of this health
concern remains. Any population in which
21.3% report ever making a suicide plan and
11.9% report prior suicide attempt(s) demon-
strates much greater risk than the general
population. By comparison, in 2 different US

population–based studies focused on mental
health (the National Institute of Mental Health
Epidemiologic Catchment Area study and the
National Comorbidity Survey), the prevalence
levels for lifetime suicidal ideation among
males were 8.87% (±0.44%) and 14.66%
(±0.81%), respectively.58 The prevalence lev-
els for lifetime suicide attempts were 1.52%
(±0.19%) and 3.19% (±0.40%), respectively.
Despite the need for caution in comparing
data from different sources, these rates sug-
gest that US gay and bisexual males have
more than a 3-fold increased risk of ever at-
tempting suicide in comparison with their het-
erosexual male counterparts.

The continuing high levels of suicide
across birth cohorts suggest that this problem
has not diminished in the past few decades.
Despite the accumulated evidence that “com-
ing out” and association with affirmative

gay/lesbian/bisexual social networks have
positive effects in terms of psychological ad-
justment (particularly with respect to self-
esteem),57,59–61 this process can also be asso-
ciated with some negative experiences.
Psychological benefits derive from openness
and a more integrated sense of self, but dis-
closure of a gay or bisexual identity to others
can potentially lead to ostracism, harassment,
violence, and consequent distress. Further-
more, data suggest that antigay violence has
dramatically increased since the 1980s.20

The consequences of such victimization and
harassment can be severe, potentially includ-
ing depression, a heightened sense of vulner-
ability and powerlessness, anger, anxiety, and
posttraumatic stress symptoms.62–64

Previously identified correlates in research
on general population samples49,50,65–69 also
were suggested by both our univariate find-
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ings (e.g., limited education, not working, lim-
ited income, being Native American) and our
first logistic regression analysis in Table 2 (e.g.,
exposure to physical and/or sexual abuse, pa-
rental substance use). Birth cohort was nega-
tively related to suicide risk (those who
reached age 25 by 1971 were more likely to
have attempted suicide after age 17 than were
those in younger cohorts). However, the exclu-
sion from analysis of all those whose first at-
tempt was before age 18 may limit the gener-
alizability of our analysis and may skew the
findings for this variable, because mean age at
first attempt decreased in each successive co-
hort (thus, a larger proportion of those who
had attempted suicide was excluded in each
successive cohort). The higher prevalence of
suicide attempts after age 17 in the oldest
birth cohort in this multivariate analysis is
consistent with univariate findings showing a
comparable prevalence across all birth cohorts
for lifetime suicide attempts but a higher
prevalence for the younger birth cohorts of
suicide attempts before age 25. The power of
adverse familial experiences to predict later
suicidal behavior reaffirms the long-term po-
tential consequences of such traumas.51,52

Because most (70%) first attempts occurred
before age 25, we hypothesized that such at-
tempts might be associated with developmen-
tal issues related to recognizing one’s same-sex
interests and coping with subsequent social
stigmatization and hostility. This association is
suggested in the second logistic regression
model by some of the specific correlates of
suicide attempts identified for this age period
compared with attempts at age 25 or older.
Some of the specific correlates of suicide at-
tempts before age 25 include early repeated
antigay harassment, recency of first sexual ex-
perience with another man, and recent disclo-
sure of one’s gay or bisexual identity to others.
This fact lends strength to the suggested link
between antigay harassment in childhood and
suicide risk.11,23,70 Furthermore, the finding
that more recent birth cohorts showed an in-
creased risk of earlier (before age 25) suicide
attempts suggests that prevalence of parasui-
cide during gay and bisexual males’ younger
years may be increasing rather than declining.

The logistic regression model in Table 3 is
suggestive rather than definitive, because it in-
cludes only those who have ever attempted

suicide and is limited by the analytic con-
straints of the available measures. The wide
confidence intervals obtained for several vari-
ables reflect small cell sizes in some cases. De-
spite the imprecision of the parameter esti-
mates and the concomitant limitation in
power, significant differences were detected.
The exact magnitude of the effect may be
larger or smaller, but it would not alter the
fact that a statistically significant relation exists
between these variables. Although the associa-
tion of race/ethnicity with suicide risk was sig-
nificant in univariate analyses (where the
prevalence of suicide attempts among Native
Americans was about 3 times that of other
groups), race/ethnicity was not associated with
suicide risk in multivariate analyses. The find-
ing that HIV serostatus did not differentiate
“early” suicide attempts from those occurring
at age 25 or later (and was not correlated
with prior suicidal behavior in univariate
analyses) is consistent with other reports.71–73

Despite the stable prevalence of reported
parasuicide over the different birth cohorts of
men studied, the trend for younger mean
ages at first attempts and increased rates over
time of suicide attempts before age 25 is
striking. Although ample evidence documents
a marked recency bias with respect to the rec-
ollection and reporting of serious psychiatric
symptoms,74 this does not fully explain the
dramatic decline in mean age at first suicide
attempt after 1970. The increase in rates of
attempted suicide noted among adolescents in
the past several decades75,76 may play some
contributing role but by itself does not seem
sufficient to produce these changes. Although
no evidence is available to explore this ques-
tion, it is possible that historical context had
an effect, given that the 1969 Stonewall Inn
riots in New York City are widely viewed as a
marker of the birth of the modern “gay liber-
ation” movement.77 The parallel declines dur-
ing this period in age at self-identification as
gay or bisexual along with age at first or only
suicide attempt48,57 provide further suggestive
evidence relating suicide attempts to stresses
associated with “coming out.” This evidence
seems to run counter to expectations regard-
ing the effect of an emergent gay culture and
the prospect of earlier self-identification as
gay or bisexual, including those expectations
raised by Humphries78 2 decades ago.

The emergence of a visible, vital gay, les-
bian, and bisexual community78,79 has appar-
ently provided a broader array of possibilities
for roles and life careers among those who
self-define as “gay.” This increase in choices
makes it easier for people to self-identify as
gay, lesbian, or bisexual at earlier ages with
less concern that such an identity might limit
their future. Identifying as gay, lesbian, or bi-
sexual at an earlier age simultaneously places
youths at risk of victimization while potentially
cutting them off from social supports available
to ‘mainstream’ adolescents and young adults
(their communities or families).80 D’Augelli
and colleagues12 recently concluded that risk
of suicide was greatest at the developmental
point when youths come to identify as gay or
bisexual but have not yet told anyone. Simi-
larly, Safren and Heimberg81 recently reported
that if one controls for stress, social support,
and coping resources, no differences are
found between gay, lesbian, and bisexual
youths and heterosexual youths in terms of
current suicidality. The increased suicidal risk
in this age range appears to be not simply a
mental health concern but rather a broader
issue of the effect of societal discrimination
and harassment. If we cannot change some of
the environment in which lesbian, gay, and bi-
sexual youths come to maturity, the alienation,
isolation, and victimization they frequently en-
counter will continue to take their toll.

This study had several potential limitations.
Respondents were asked about sensitive
events that occurred in the past, and re-
sponses may have been subject to recall error
and presentation bias. Certain responses were
taken at face value (particularly the items on
repeated antigay harassment and childhood
adverse experiences), and further research
should validate and extend our measures of
these variables. Respondents were not di-
rectly asked about reasons for suicide at-
tempts (e.g., whether attempts were related to
being gay or bisexual). Our analyses provide
only a temporal linkage between factors re-
lated to “coming out” and early suicide at-
tempts rather than an exact etiology of such
attempts. Thus, we are at a comparatively
early stage of identifying those who are “at
risk,” except in relatively broad terms.

The questions did not differentiate the
level of severity of the attempts (e.g., between
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more and less lethal outcomes). Future re-
search in this area should include additional
questions that enable us to better assess the
level of injury or level of risk of these at-
tempts.82 It is also imperative that we learn
more about protective factors related to re-
silience in the face of stress, as well as con-
tinue to increase our understanding of factors
associated with vulnerability to suicide.

This was a cross-sectional study. A longitu-
dinal study would provide a stronger test of
the observed relationships. Finally, this study
did not examine other important factors re-
lated to current suicidal ideation (e.g., depres-
sion, substance abuse, HIV serostatus, the ef-
fect of HIV-related losses in one’s intimate
social network),72,73,83 because these could
not be determined to be preexisting condi-
tions at the time of the suicide attempt.

However, conclusions drawn from these
data are consistent with and supported by
findings of extensive prior research that used
opportunistic samples. Moreover, the fact that
this sample was quite varied in age may po-
tentially be an advantage in estimating lifetime
suicide risk, because studies that focus solely
on adolescents and young adults have an im-
plicit bias, self-selecting for those who “come
out” at an earlier age. Because coming out at
an earlier age appears to increase suicide risk
before age 25, it may explain the higher
prevalence of suicide attempts reported in pre-
vious studies of gay, lesbian, and bisexual ado-
lescents and young adults. These findings
therefore lend support and a sense of urgency
to the need to focus on both interventions and
potential policy changes that can lower these
excessive rates of parasuicide.
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